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FOREIGN language housing (FLH), residences on or near college campuses where
speakers of the same foreign language live together, have been a part of United
States higher education since 1914 (Jordan). As Gregory Wolf points out, “Ideally,
the language house is a hermetically sealed linguistic environment where residents
agree to speak the target language” and are able to experience “everyday vernacular
that is difficult for instructors to replicate in the classroom” (81). Alice Schlimbach
and Emil L. Jordan note, FLH “cannot possibly be as advantageous as an extended
student-tour to Germany; but it does form a second-best opportunity to come into
contact with German culture. The students learn to speak German fluently and gain
a comparatively deep insight into German conditions and developments” (351). Immersed in the target language, learners are able to practice the second language in a
familiar and nonthreatening environment.
In the one study the authors are aware of documenting language use and gains
by FLH residents, Rob A. Martinsen, Wendy Baker, Dan P. Dewey, Jennifer
Bown, and Cary Johnson found that learners residing in FLH made linguistic
gains over the course of a semester comparable to those of their counterparts
studying abroad for a similar period. Furthermore, learners tended to use the target language as much as students in a traditional study-abroad program. These results indicate that FLH can be a viable alternative to study abroad and can provide
ample opportunities to use the language, in particular the “everyday vernacular”
Wolf referred to.
One additional advantage of FLH is the possibility of exposure to the culture of
the second language. Agnes M. O’Brien described the Casa Hispana as FLH whose
goals were to strengthen ties and friendships among students with a common interest in a foreign language, to foster the arts, and to provide learning experiences for
those interested in Spanish culture. O’Brien depicted La Guardiana, a housemother
and native of Mexico who facilitated social interactions and language use and was
in charge of meals and social and recreational activities. Similarly, about seventy-five
years later, Wolf suggested that FLH ideally “serves as a cultural center on campus
for professors as well as students, advocates language and cultural studies, integrates
area high schools, and reaches out to the community at large.” He argued for the
holding of social activities, campus-wide cultural events, and so on in the language
houses. Furthermore, he advocated the building of a “microcosmic community” in
the house emphasizing communication, cultures, communities, comparisons, and
connections by hosting events at the housing and having native speakers and professors visit the housing regularly.1 “Language houses can be a springboard from which
departments can reach out to the community and develop relationships with ethnic
ADFL and the Association of Departments of Foreign Languages are trademarks owned by the Modern Language Association.
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and cultural societies in the area and state” (81). Wolf stressed the need to advertise
to high schools and attract freshmen to the housing.
While the presence of FLH on campuses throughout the United States is generally known, it is unclear how many colleges or universities provide this sort of experience for their language learners. In 1936, Schlimbach and Jordan reported on a
German language house on their campus and called for others to share information
regarding their similar efforts: “The authors are interested in determining the present
state of the Foreign Language House Movement in America. . . . The results of this
inquiry will be tabulated and published” (352). One year later, as promised, Jordan
provided a summary of the foreign language housing efforts he was aware of, in one
paragraph, which listed only nine foreign language houses across the United States,
all of them German houses.
Since Schlimbach and Jordan’s report on the foreign language house movement
in America, many foreign language houses have been created (and some disbanded)
in the United States, but there have been no subsequent studies to date, to our
knowledge, documenting the number and types of FLH programs. Furthermore,
aside from Wolf’s article, little has been written about how these programs function,
what their goals and perceived benefits are, or how successful educators feel these
programs have been. In this study, we report the results of a nationwide survey designed to answer these questions.
Methods
A survey designed to assess the state of FLH in the United States was created by
the authors. The five subaims of the survey were to determine how many campuses
have FLH and for what languages, the general nature and aims of FLH, how FLH
programs are administered, the benefits associated with FLH, and the challenges of
managing FLH. The survey included ten selection items, one short fill-in item, and
six open-ended extended response items.
The survey was distributed and collected both electronically and by hard copy.
Recipients were department chairs included in the MLA’s list of current department
chairs, subscribers to the ADFL Chairs List (A DFLCH-L), and faculty members or
advisers associated with language programs known by the researchers to have FLH
programs. The initial mailing, distributed November 2008 to over two thousand recipients, contained a letter of explanation and a hard copy of the survey or the URL
for the electronic version of the survey. A follow-up letter, also providing a hard copy
of the survey or the URL for the electronic version, was distributed March 2009.
Results
A total of 229 people completed the survey. Ninety-three indicated that their universities offered language housing of some kind. Since the survey was sent out to
department chairs, in some cases (twenty-seven) more than one chair from an institution responded. In all, the initial survey showed that FLH was offered at sixty-four
universities or colleges. Through further Internet searches and follow-up e‑mails, the
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authors found an additional twenty-three universities or colleges across the United
States offering some kind of FLH, for a total of ninety-six.
Table 1 shows the number of institutions offering each of the languages listed
and the total number of students residing in FLH for each language (the totals are
national). Among the institutions completing the survey, French-language housing is offered most, followed by Spanish and German. French also has the highest number of participants, followed by Spanish and German. A total of eighteen
responses fell in the “Other” category on our survey. We tallied these responses and
included them in table 1. “Other” languages were Hmong, Oneida, Persian-Farsi,
Nordic-Scandinavian, Hindi and Urdu (listed together in both cases reported), and
“Non-differentiated.” Since “Other” typically included more than one language, the
numbers of students for each language was impossible to calculate in that category. In
nondifferentiated housing, internationally minded students live together in dormitories occupied by international and domestic students interested in interacting in other
languages, learning about other cultures, and sharing their own cultures with others.
On the basis of size classifications found at https://w ww.collegedata.com, universities or colleges offering language housing were divided according to size (small, medium, and large). Percentages are reported in table 2. Small colleges and universities
made up the largest percentage of the sample, followed by large and then medium.
Enrollment numbers were unavailable for 8% of the institutions responding to the
survey. The average enrollment where language housing was offered was 13,823.
Housing Administration
According to our own experience and anecdotal evidence, working out the administrative details of foreign language housing is crucial to beginning a successful foreign
language residence. This section provides an overview of the ways in which FLH is
administered throughout the country.
Determining what facilities and resources can be used for FLH is perhaps the
most pressing logistic question faculty members and administrators face. In our survey, the largest percentage of FLH was in freestanding houses (see table 3), followed
by dormitory floor(s). Nearly a fifth of the FLH was in a separate dorm. A smaller
percentage of respondents reported having a dedicated complex. “Other” responses
were “all of the above,” “multiple types [of housing] for each language,” “varies by
year,” and “portions of homes, apartment complexes.”
The primary source of FLH funding listed was student rent, followed closely by
university funds (see table 4). Two respondents chose to be more specific and noted
that support came from department funds or college funds. Three people indicated
student residence life fees were used to fund the housing. Since these fees are often
paid by students for some combination of housing and meals, this option seems
equivalent to “Student Rent.” Two unusual ways of funding housing were providing
housing and tuition for international exchange students in exchange for their living
in the FLH and participating in a variety of ways in FLH activities and providing
a course release for the coordinator. The first option involves a commitment of university funds (or potential funds from international student tuition and fees) but is
an indirect means of supporting FLH. The second option involves a commitment of
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department resources (one form of university funds), making it similar to the “Department Funds” response under “Other.”
In a selection item, respondents indicated management of funds was conducted
primarily by a central university office (see table 5). Others chose “Faculty Advisor”
second but not nearly as frequently. Over 18% of those surveyed selected “Other,”
specifying graduate student housing director; language school, program, or center director; department chair; and campus student housing director as people in charge.
In addition to the administration of financial and building matters, FLH generally requires someone to administer the cultural, social, or language learning activities that help FLH fulfill its purpose. Respondents indicated that in the foreign
language houses that held social activities, these activities were administered or directed by a variety of people (see table 6). The “Other” category was the largest,
followed by student resident assistant. The residents themselves took responsibility
just slightly more than faculty advisers. Under “Other,” the most frequent response
(6 respondents) involved both the faculty advisers and student residents. The next
most frequent (5) was “native speaker resident assistant.” When designing the survey,
the researchers assumed that in most cases the student resident assistant would be a
native speaker, but it appears the respondents felt it was important to note that the
resident assistant was a native speaker. It is also possible that the “native speaker resident assistant” was not a student or was different from the typical student residents,
perhaps a graduate student or one-year exchange student. Four programs indicated
“all of the above,” meaning that the residents, faculty advisers, and student resident
assistants were involved in the planning and carrying out of social activities. Two
programs indicated that the residents and resident assistants worked collaboratively
on social events. Four institutions mentioned graduate student involvement in both
official roles (graduate student resident director and graduate language coordinator)
and less official roles (“graduate students assisting a faculty adviser” and “faculty
working with graduate students”). Four institutions indicated administrative involvement, including language school directors, a foreign language coordinator, a foreign
language housing director, and a foreign language resident coordinator. Other people
included “native mentors,” “peer educator,” and “a staff adviser working with resident
assistants.” In short, as far as organizing social events, the overall picture features a
broad range of involvement, largely centered on student resident assistants.
Language House Environment
Language Pledge
Only 43% of respondents indicated requiring a pledge to speak the target language
in the FLH. Of those, 42% stated that the pledge was either not enforced, not
enforced very well, or too difficult to enforce. Only 33% of all FLH enforced a
language pledge well. Among those enforcing the pledge, nearly half indicated that
native residents played some role in enforcing, though one made it clear that the
native’s role was to strongly encourage the pledge through modeling rather than
through punitive means. In one case, students were given academic credit, and native residents play a role in providing a grade based on the amount of language
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use by each student while in the FLH. Another response indicated a team-based
approach: “Non-native apartment leaders and native mentors team up to promote
language use and enforce the pledge.”
Approximately one-fourth of those who enforced a pledge noted that the FLH director had a role. In one case, the director visited the house for two hours a week to
interact with students and evaluate overall language use. Three programs mentioned
threatening to expel students, but only as a last resort. Two mentioned the use of
“gentle coercion.” Threats to expel or any kind of coercion were used cautiously,
for, as one program noted, “the reality is, we have to fill the slots.” Some positive
methods were “honor system,” “positive peer pressure,” and “allowing English at
specific times to give a break.” One FLH complex allowed students to use English
in cross-language socials held weekly. Taking a true immersion approach, one residence sought to provide “a critical mass of native speakers,” placing as many native
residents as possible with the nonnative learners.
Four houses mentioned that half the residents were native speakers of English
studying the foreign language and half were native speakers of the second language
going to school at the United States institution. In these cases, both English and the
target language were allowed in the housing.
Role of Native Speaker
As seen in table 7, the two most commonly mentioned roles for native speaker
residents were language assistance and some official leadership role (codirector, resident director, head resident, etc.). Respondents also mentioned less official leadership roles, such as planning activities and leading social events. Approximately
10% stated that native speakers had little or no role in their language housing.
Two indicated that the unavailability of native speaker residents was a problem.
There were two types of language assistance, formal and informal. Examples of
formal instruction included teaching a conversation class in the housing and being assigned to teach a specific section of a language class strictly for housing
residents. Informal assistance included listening to and correcting learner speech,
modeling language use, maintaining language use, participating in a conversation
table, and so on.
Primary Activities
The most common FLH activity was having meals as a language group. Cultural
activities were also common (26% total), with a combination of formal and informal
activities (see table 8 for examples). Students also viewed films, attended lectures,
and participated in a variety of informal, student-driven activities. While students
likely used the target language in many of these activities, 6.5% of the respondents
listed using the language as a separate activity.
There was a broad range in terms of types of activities reported. Some respondents
simply mentioned one or two activities (meals and cultural activities being most
typical); others mentioned as many as seven or eight activities.
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Benefits and Challenges of FLH
Specific Benefits
The most commonly mentioned benefit of FLH was the opportunity for language
practice (see table 9). This benefit was followed by the development of cultural understanding. The third most frequent response, an important benefit not always
associated with FLH, was the development of a sense of community. In “Speaking
of Community,” Bown, Martinsen, Baker, and Dewey found that students value
community with other language learners as much as or more than language use and
increased cultural awareness. A small percentage of respondents suggested that FLH
was a good alternative to study abroad, in particular for those who could not afford
it. Several other respondents mentioned that FLH could serve as a bridge to study
abroad by preparing students for the linguistic immersion they would experience
and by allowing returning students to share their linguistic and cultural expertise
with others preparing to travel abroad. The final main benefit mentioned was an
increase of awareness on campus of foreign language studies.
Success Rate and Reasons
The majority of respondents indicated their FLH was at least moderately successful:
39.5% reported high success, and 40.8% reported moderate success. Less than 20%
felt their FLH was experiencing little or no success. The primary reasons for success
are listed in table 10.
The first factor promoting success was having aesthetically pleasing, clean, affordable housing. One respondent commented that “attractive rooms!” were a big part
of their success and added that the FLH space should be “in some form separated
from other housing or [should] be easily identified as ‘belonging together.’” As two
respondents commented regarding their success, “We have a beautifully appointed
mansion,” and “[we have] a very pleasant space that attracts students.” At the opposite end, lack of availability and substandard quality hurt FLH programs. Some
respondents indicated that their language houses were torn down to make room for
newer, larger dorms that either did not offer language housing or offered only small
space without a common area for language residents. In these cases FLH programs
either were eliminated or suffered decreases in enrollment or quality. One faculty
member commented, “The language dorms are not the nicest on campus, so students who get a better option often don’t sign on for the language dorms even if
admitted.” Similarly, another noted, “It’s difficult to get people to live in the French
cottage,” since it’s “rather old.” Finally, other considerations were “Costs are higher
than elsewhere” and “Most of the rooms are doubles, and students want singles.”
Moreover, many survey respondents mentioned that students hired under titles
such as resident assistant, graduate assistant, resident leader, and so on can make or
break a language house. As mentioned earlier, these head students play a key role not
only in language use and language support but also in organizing and promoting
social activities and interactions. As one person explained, “Success always depends
on the student leader.” Where little or moderate success was noted, eight respondents
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made comments such as “Problems because resident adviser was not living up to
expectations.”
In addition to the quality of the resident advisers, the quality of the residents
themselves was mentioned as a key factor by 16% of respondents, as the following
comments to the questionnaire item “How successful do you feel your language
housing has been? Please tell why you feel your housing has experienced this degree
of success” illustrate:
“Motivated students choose to live in the house.”
“students who are committed to speaking the foreign language”
“students committed to the language”
“quite successful because of the energy of the students”
“good students at a fairly advanced level”
“unsuccessful because there is a mix of non-language students and the students
are not highly motivated.”
The next factor thought to contribute to success was relative autonomy from or
cooperation with residence life or student housing. Several respondents felt they had
little control over who ended up living in the FLH. Often if language students were
slow to apply, housing would fill slots early with nonlanguage students. In contrast,
in one program where language programs have a high level of control over student placement in housing and where demand appears to exceed supply, one faculty
member reported, “We choose good students who can work together and are excited
about the target culture.” Four respondents indicated the importance of a central
common area where students could gather, but two of the four indicated their common area had been taken away by Campus Housing. One noted, “We had a strong
community of language learners until Housing took away our Commons Area. Now
we only have a bunch of rooms down a hallway without a place to gather.” Finally,
one respondent indirectly blamed Housing for a low level of success, noting a problem with inconsistency from year to year: “Because the Italian corridor is housed in
a different dorm every year in rotation, the popularity of the dorm, not the motivation to practice the language, had influenced students’ decision to join the corridor.”
The fifth most common factor leading to the success of FLH was a quality social
experience. Respondents noted that having regular social events, eating meals together, and providing ample structured and unstructured opportunities for students
to spend time together all facilitated the creation of a strong social dynamic. As
students socialize, they are able to “meld together” and, “even if a small group, have
a sense of being special.” Activities alone may not be sufficient for a strong social dynamic. As one respondent indicated, FLH is “successful when all involved like each
other and create a good atmosphere.” Good or bad interpersonal relationships can
determine how well the social dynamics of an entire group develop.
Strong faculty leadership was also listed as an important contributor to FLH success. When asked what factors contributed to success, respondents stated:
“the involvement of the F[aculty] Adviser”
“strong faculty commitment”
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“dedicated work of faculty”
“The faculty mentor was the key to the success and programming.”
One respondent mentioned that the advisers were unable to keep up with the
needs of the FLH, given their other heavy demands, and that the housing therefore
was not recently very successful.
Quality planning, integration with language departments and other related campus programs, and the use of the language house as a hub for language-related
cultural events and social activities were all mentioned as contributors to FLH success. As one respondent noted, “The houses are integrated with the departments and
many events are held there.” Well-planned programs included a variety of social and
cultural events in the FLH, as illustrated by the following comments:
“There were tons of educational social events held there.”
“Cultural programming and events have been much richer than in the past.”
“Integrating department activities with the language houses has contributed to
the success of the houses.”
Poor planning led to low success rates:
“We have not seen as much success because less energy has gone into the social,
cultural, and other programming.”
“We suffer from poor planning.”
“I believe we could have had more success developing guidelines, coordinating,
and design[ing] more activities, including serving the Latino community.”
In the rest of the comments, three areas were mentioned infrequently but by more
than one respondent. The idea of bringing former study-abroad participants into the
housing with less linguistically proficient speakers was mentioned three times. Good
advertising was mentioned twice as a contributor to success and poor advertising as a
factor leading to failure. Being well funded was mentioned twice. Some other comments that might merit further exploration were “a strong history of success in the
past,” “growing interest in Chinese,” and “a solid university commitment.”
FLH Cancellation
Lack of student interest was the most common reason for FLH cancellation, followed
by lack of appropriate housing and lack of funding (see table 11). In some cases,
faculty members reported feeling overworked and discouraged. Two comments not
listed in table 11 relate to reasons for success or failure mentioned above: the role
of the native resident (“There was a lack of commitment on the part of the resident
assistants”) and the challenges of dealing with student housing (“We had little control over who lived there—Housing had an overruling hand”). Nearly 10% of the
respondents indicated optimism regarding reopening FLH on their campuses, as this
comment illustrates: “We should be able to start one up again. I can’t see any reason
why [not], given student interest and the number of students who go abroad now.”
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Starting FLH on Campus
Of the 135 survey respondents who did not currently have FLH, 96 indicated a
desire to start language housing on their campuses. Universally, when those who
did not want to start housing on their campuses gave a reason or reasons, they
wrote that FLH would involve too much extra work for language faculty members.
The challenges to starting FLH, indicated both by those with and those without
FLH on campus, are given in table 12. Under “Other,” two particularly noteworthy
subcategories are “Commuter Campus” and “Lack of Native Speaker Availability.”
Regarding the former, several respondents indicated there were few or no dorms on
campus, since most students commuted from off campus. Regarding the latter, on a
few campuses native speakers were either completely unavailable or were not interested in living in the FLH. On two campuses, all fraternities, sororities, and “special
interest housing” were completely banned, making FLH impossible.
Discussion
Through this survey, we gained greater understanding of the state of FLH in the
United States. We found nearly one hundred campuses with FLH and 295 language
houses, floors, corridors, and so on. While most of the housing was for French,
Spanish, and German, languages with a long tradition of instruction in the United
States and the largest nationwide enrollments (Furman, Goldberg, and Lusin), there
were also substantial numbers in less commonly taught languages, some taught relatively widely only in recent years. Chinese, Japanese, and Russian all had nearly half
as many houses as the three most commonly taught languages, and total Chinese
FLH enrollment (i.e., the number of students of Chinese living in FLH) was over
half that of Spanish. Arabic housing had impressively high numbers as well, with
twelve facilities and sixty-five students. The patterns in Chinese and Arabic are fairly
consistent with nationwide enrollment increases (up 18.2% for Chinese and 46.3%
for Arabic between 2006 and 2009; see Furman, Goldberg, and Lusin). Table 13
displays national enrollment figures for 2009 (from Furman, Goldberg, and Lusin)
along with the rankings of FLH in terms of the highest number of residents (first)
to the lowest number of residents (last).
It is noteworthy that there were no American Sign Language (ASL) FLH facilities
reported. Given that ASL is the fourth most commonly taught language in higher education (Furman, Goldberg, and Lusin), the creation of ASL FLH would seem natural.
Demand ought to be high, and finding signers would be less of a challenge than finding
native speakers of a foreign language, since signers reside in most sizable communities.
Nearly 80% of the FLHs discovered were experiencing moderate to high success. Successful programs were found at universities and colleges of all sizes, but
the largest percentage of them was at smaller institutions with student populations
under 5,000. Many had as few as 1,500 students. An exploration of the histories of
some of these FLH facilities indicated that while a substantial percentage had long
histories, some on smaller campuses had been opened only in the last decade or two.
This encouraging fact means that smaller campuses have the ability to provide FLH
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for their students, even if they do not have the long history of such housing and the
endowments associated with some of the older FLH facilities.
As might be expected, nearly half the respondents reported that language practice was a key benefit of living in the FLH. However, this study indicated that there
are other important benefits. Developing cultural understanding and developing a
sense of community with other foreign language learners were both listed as major
benefits of living in FLH. Combined, they made up nearly as large of a percentage
as language use. Similarly, native speakers were seen as language models (by 29.1%
of respondents), but planning activities and modeling culture were also important.
Cultural activities made up over 36% of the activities FLH students engaged in.
Films and lectures also involved cultural aspects, adding 20% and further showing
the emphasis on culture. That only 33% of FLH programs enforce a language pledge
also suggests that language need not be the sole focus.
These data indicate that providing an environment where students can speak the
foreign language on a daily basis is not enough to entice large numbers of them to
FLH and that optimizing other factors can be helpful. First, providing quality housing encourages student participation. Wireless Internet access, for example, is an attraction. Room sharing is also a positive feature, since it socializes the environment.
Respondents mentioned social events and students’ positive reactions to socializing
in several contexts. They noted that native speakers played a key role in social events
and that resident assistants helped make FLH successful through planning social
events. Faculty members can also play that role. That programs with little emphasis
on social and cultural events are often less successful is illustrated by this comment:
“We have not seen as much success because less energy has gone into the social, cultural, and other programming.”
Faculty advisers and resident assistants (resident directors, resident facilitators, native mentors, graduate assistants, etc.) are important in the successful administration
of FLH. The data show that faculty members are less willing to participate as advisers when their efforts are not recognized through course releases, extra pay, or other
incentives. Adding FLH advising to an already busy workload can lead to minimal
effort, discouragement, and burnout. One way of minimizing the burden on the advisers is to hire motivated, carefully selected resident assistants (RAs). Survey results
indicated that, in addition to modeling language and culture, RAs can successfully
manage many of the activities that take place in the FLH. Over 90% of respondents
indicated that native speakers (mostly RAs) play a significant role. Nearly 40% said
that leadership and planning were among native speakers’ primary responsibilities.
Those who considered their FLH highly successful credited RA leadership and planning nearly twice as often. Successful FLH programs usually involved both a strong
faculty adviser and a strong RA.
Facilities contributed both to the success and the failure of FLH. Quality and
affordability were two issues mentioned in addition to availability. One struggling
program housed students “in parts of both houses and apartment complexes.” In
contrast, a strong program had “a beautifully appointed mansion.” Even when FLH
programs had adequate rooms, availability of a central location to socialize in the
language was crucial. In some cases lack of a common area kept students from de-
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veloping a strong sense of community and using the language extensively with other
speakers. As one respondent noted, “Finally, many language dorms don’t have any
common area (many of these were converted to make more dorm rooms), which
makes it very difficult to host activities or even hold conversations.” Those wanting
to start FLH would do well to search for attractive, affordable facilities, since an
immersion setting seems insufficient by itself to entice students. A common area is
desirable for student meals, activities, informal socializing, and so on.
One discouraging finding was that most of the funding for FLH came from the
university. Only 7.9% came from endowments. In bad economic times, endowment
proceeds may drop and follow a path parallel to that of university funds (in particular at state universities). The most stable source of funding, student rent, made up
less than half of the overall sources. One respondent mentioned closing a FLH facility because “it came down to closing or having students pay excessive rent.” Another,
however, noted, “If the facilities are good, activities enjoyable, and we provide lots of
fun cultural events, students are willing to pay just a bit more for rent.” Despite the
financial and logistic challenges of managing FLH, nearly 80% of those providing
FLHs found them to be moderately or highly successful. It is also encouraging that
over 70% of those without FLH on their campuses indicated a desire to have it.
Some respondents felt FLH was a good substitute for study abroad, in particular for students not financially able to go abroad. This finding matches the
long-standing feeling expressed by Schlimbach and Jordan in 1936 (351). Some respondents felt FLH was good preparation for time abroad. Discussing research on
intensive language learning both at home and abroad, both Dewey and Benjamin
Rifkin (“Ceiling Effect” and “Oral Proficiency Learning Outcomes”) have suggested
that providing a nonthreatening environment domestically, where students are immersed in the target language without having to cope with major cross-cultural
differences, may lower cognitive demands and facilitate language acquisition and fluency development. Both authors also suggest that this less threatening environment
could be good preparation for study abroad. As noted above, Martinsen and his colleagues found that students in FLH may use the target language as much as students
in some study-abroad programs (Martinsen, Baker, Dewey, Bown, and Johnson).
In summary, this survey brought to light the existence of a number of healthy
FLH programs. It also pinpointed several logistic, fiscal, and personnel issues associated with their management. A major theme in the data is the concept that FLH
is more than just a setting where students spend evenings or mealtimes speaking
the target language together. Two responses regarding activities held in housing illustrate this point. The first mentions holding an annual conference, having formal
weekly meetings with residents and other language speakers, inviting performers in
several times a year, organizing regular dinners with alumni, hosting celebrations of
target-culture holidays during campus festivals, and working with departments to
organize campus-wide events. The second respondent notes that in their FLH:
Students agree to speak the target language in the language suite, and a native
speaker resides in each suite and organizes activities: 1–2 weekly meals in student
cafeteria, additional meals in suites, weekly coffee hours, film and game nights,
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holiday celebrations. These events are open to the campus community and some
events are open to the local community.

These responses illustrate Wolf’s model of the language house as a hub for social
activities and a means of reaching out to departments and to local communities.
While the survey responses do not indicate that this level of activities and social
events is necessary for success, they do argue that the activities and events are often
a significant portion of the FLH experience.
Finally, it appears that strong FLH programs tend to have quality facilities
(rooms and common areas for socializing), strong faculty and resident assistance
leadership, and motivated and committed students. They often enjoy strong ties
with language and related departments and may promote cultural events through
these ties. A strong sense of community and regular social activities are common
in such facilities.
Note
1. Communication, cultures, connections, comparisons, and communities are the five goal areas
(i.e., the five C’s) of language study established by the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign
Languages. See the ACTFL Web site for more information.
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Table 1
Number of Language Houses Offered and Student Participation Numbers Nationwide
Number of Houses
Offering Language

Total Number of Students
in FLH by Language

Arabic
Chinese
French
German
Hebrew
Italian
Japanese
Korean
Portuguese
Russian
Spanish
Other
Classical studies (Latin and Greek)
Hindi/Urdu
Hmong
Non-differentiated
Nordic-Scandinavian
Oneida
Persian-Farsi

12
23
56
47
  6
23
28
  1
  3
23
55
18
  1
  2
  1
  4
  5
  1
  4

   65
   257
   574
   412
   26
   121
   164
    2
   15
   123
   512
   72
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown
unknown

  Total

295

2,343

Note: These numbers come from the 96 institutions (out of 229 total respondents and over 2,000 surveyed) that reported having language housing programs.

Table 2
Percentage of Universities with Language Housing
by Size (Approximate Enrollment)
Size
Small
Medium
Large
Unknown

Enrollment

Percentage

5,000 or less
5,001–15,000
More than 15,000
N/A

43
15
33
9

Table 3
Percentage of Language Housing by Type
Type
Freestanding house
Floor in dorm
Separate dorm
Dedicated complex
Other

Percentage
32.2
29.0
19.4
10.8
8.6
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Table 4
Sources of Primary Funding
Funding

Percentage

Student rent
University funds
Private endowment
Other

42.1
35.7
7.9
14.3

Table 5
Fiscal Management Responsibility
Type

Percentage

Central university office
Faculty adviser
Residents
Other

66.3
12.0
3.6
18.1

Table 6
Individuals Involved in Directing Social Activities
Source

Percentage

Student resident assistant
Residents (language learners)
Faculty adviser
Other

31.3
17.5
16.2
35.0

Table 7
Roles of Native Speakers in FLH
Role

Example Responses

Formal leadership

“They are codirectors of the residence.” “We hire them as
resident directors.”
“They serve as language teaching assistants.” “They teach
the conversation class.” “Teach on-site conversation courses.”
“Provide help with French homework.”
“They supervise and organize activities.” “Initiate and lead
activities for our Italian corridor.”
“They model native culture.” “Teach students about culture
through living example.”
“They play the same role as the rest of the students.”
“Unfortunately none.” “Right now not significant.”

Language assistance

Plan activities
Culture
Little to none

Percentage
30.0
29.1

17.3
12.7
10.9
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Table 8
Types of Activities FLH Residents Engage In
Category
Meals
Films
Formal classes
Lectures
Speaking the target language
Informal cultural activities
Formal cultural activities
Other informal activities

Example Responses
“Having meals together.” “Eating dinner.” “Experiencing language immersion during meals.”
“Eating lunch every day at the language table in the main meal hall (as a requirement).”
“Film nights.” “Viewing films.”
“Cooking class.” “French class for choir (held in the housing).” “Coenrollment in classes.”
“Conversation class held in the language house.”
“Up to two lectures in the residence hall from outside scholars speaking on topics of general
interest regarding aspects of the Hispanic world.” “Invited guest lecture.” “Presentations by
outside speakers.”
“Talking with roommates.” “Speaking.” “Speaking in the language with native speaking
residents (language assistants).”
“Cultural activities.” “Cultural activities (cooking, dancing, etc.).” “Cultural activities
(celebrating Japanese holidays).”
“Field trips as a group.” “Musical-literary performances.” “17 mai breakfast (Norway’s
national day).”
“Students organize study groups.” “Informal get-togethers for practicing Spanish.” “Students
organized a game night each week.”

Percentage
20.9
12.9
8.3
7.6
6.5
15.8
20.4
7.6

Table 9
Benefits Associated with FLH Experience
Benefit

Example Responses

Practice the language to
make gains
Develop cultural
understanding

“Practice [in FLH] improves language skills.” “Students can practice the target language on a daily
basis.” “Allows students to keep up their language skills.” “They learn to use daily vocabulary.”
“[FLH provides] exposure to the target culture.” “Cultural development.” “A rich cultural
environment.” “Fosters cultural interest.” “Increases cultural proficiency.” “Provides cultural
immersion.” “Helps students achieve cross-cultural understanding.” “[They can] cook and taste
foreign cuisines.”
“[FLH] builds a community of learners.” “Interaction, socialization, camaraderie, and bonding.”
“Students can make friends who share interests in learning foreign language and culture.”
“[FLH] is the closest to an immersion situation without the costs associated with travel
abroad.” “An affordable immersion—similar experience.” “We’ve seen some amazing results—
even comparable to or better than study abroad.”
“It allows transition time for students who are planning on studying abroad or who have
just returned from it.” “It prepares students for their study-abroad experience.” “It can help
students take the next step to study abroad by approximating the immersion experience.”
“[It provides] motivation for continued study and study abroad.” “An immersion setting for
students returning from international experience: they can share their experiences, retain the
language, and transition more easily to being home.”
“[FLH] raises profile of language departments on campus.” “Provides more visibility for the
department.” “Language houses are an important source of outreach for foreign language
departments.” “[It] raises campus-wide awareness of the language program.” “Helps us in
recruiting foreign language students.”
“[FLH is] a nonthreatening environment for students to learn in.” “Increases student
motivation-commitment to study (enthusiasm for) the second language.” “[Provides] an
opportunity to bring native speakers from other countries to the United States and [put them]
in close contact with students at our universities.” “Increases student confidence in their ability
to communicate with others in the language.”

Develop a sense of
community
Have an alternative to
study abroad
Make connections with
study abroad (before,
in preparation; after, to
share what was learned
abroad); motivate to
study abroad
Increase profile on
campus (helping
with awareness and
recruiting)
Other

Percentage
46.1
22.4

18.8
2.7

2.3

1.9

5.8
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Table 10
Factors Contributing to Success of FLH
Factor

Percentage

Availability of quality affordable housing
Resident assistant quality
Student quality
Autonomy (from housing-residence life)
Strong social environment
Faculty leadership
Quality planning and integration
Other (mentioned three or fewer times)

17
16
16
11
10
7
7
16

Table 11
Reasons for Cancellation of Housing
Reason
Lack of student interest
Lack of appropriate housing (no
housing, poor quality, not feasible
to assign by language, etc.)
Lack of funding
Respondent doesn’t know
Faculty discouragement (overload,
no compensation or release)
Other

Example Responses
“Not enough students.” “Lack of student interest.”
“Students want to just live with their friends.”
“Housing leveled the building previously used.”
“The housing was not desirable.” “Lack of
dedicated space.”
“It was an economy measure.” “Changes in
staffing and pay.”
“I wasn’t here.” “I don’t know.”
“The faculty were too discouraged.” “Our
teaching and service commitments already
stretched us to the limits.”

Percentage
of
Respondents
32.4
20.6
14.7
14.7
8.8
8.8
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Table 12
Challenges to Developing FLH
Challenge

Frequency

Percentage

Lack of funding
Lack of available housing
Lack of student interest

106
97
61

33.8
30.9
19.4

Other
Lack of faculty availability
Lack of administrative support
Commuter campus
Lack of native speaker availability
Housing-residence life conflict
Lack of leadership
Unspecified
FLH not allowed

10
  5
  5
  3
  3
  2
20
  2

3.2
1.6
1.6
1.0
1.0
0.6
6.3
0.6

  Subtotal (other)

50

15.9

Table 13
Ranking of Languages by Total Higher Education Enrollment and Number of
FLH Residents
Language

Rank by Total Higher Education
National Enrollment, Fall 2009

Rank in Terms of Number of
FLH Residents Nationwide,
2008–09

Spanish
French
German

1
2
3

2
1
3

American Sign Language

4

*

5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16

7
5
4
9
*
6
*
*
11
12
10
8

Italian
Japanese
Chinese
Arabic
Latin
Russian
Ancient Greek
Biblical Hebrew
Portuguese
Korean
Modern Hebrew
Other

*Not included in FLH because the language is written, not spoken.
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